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UM PROFESSOR WINS COVETED STATE TEACHING AWARD
MISSOULA-A member of the University of Montana history faculty who already has won all of
UM ’s awards for teaching now is recognized as one of the best college teachers in all of
Montana.
Mehrdad Kia, a professor specializing in the history of the Middle East, has been
named the 2000 Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching/CASE Montana
Professor of the Year. He already owns UM ’s 1997 Distinguished Teaching Award, the 1999
Most Inspirational Teacher of the Year Award, the 1999 Tom Boone Town and Gown Award
and two teacher of the month awards, one in 1997 and one in 1999.
A native of Iran, Kia has been western Montana’s resident expert on the Middle East
since coming to UM in 1989 and often is sought out by media for perspective on conflicts in
that part of the world. Colleagues regularly use “brilliant” to describe him as a teacher, and
students flock to his classes.
“Mehrdad’s courses draw exceptionally w ell,” said Harry Fritz, professor and chair of
UM’s history department, “and he teaches a subject that most Americans don’t know anything
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about and, in fact, they are hostile toward - Islamic culture and the Middle East. Yet he’s
won every teaching award that the University can offer, and if his students could vote, he’d
win them all again.”
When he arrived at UM in 1989, Kia said, most of his students thought of the Middle
East and North Africa as a “vast desert populated by camels, terrorists, religious fanatics and
‘crazy zealots’” aiming to undermine the economic and political interests of the United States.
So in his classes he set out to humanize those peoples and their cultures, but without glorifying
and apologizing for the violence and inhumanity in their societies.
History Professor Richard Drake rates Kia’s appointment the best made at UM in his 18
years here, saying Kia developed a badly needed curriculum of courses on a part of the world
previously uncovered at this university.
“It is an explosive part of the world over which tensions, even in Montana, run high,”
Drake said. “Yet in his hugely oversubscribed classes Mehrdad has defused these tensions by
adopting an evenhanded approach.”
Kia runs his classes in two parts: lecture followed by question and answer. He
encourages questioning and critical thinking and admonishes his students not to take his word
as “gospel.”
“Remaining tolerant and open to the questions from the students and encouraging free
and independent thought in the classroom are ... the most important elements in my teaching,”
he said. Among the courses he teaches are Iran Between Two Revolutions, Nationalism in the
Middle East, Central Asia, and Iraq and the Rise of Saddam Hussein.
Kia holds master’s and doctoral degrees from the University of Wisconsin-Madison and
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taught there and at Cornell College in Iowa before coming to UM. He has written many
articles about the Islamic world in which he discusses topics such as economic modernization,
nationalism, constitutionalism, and the role of women. His book, “Islam, Democracy, and
Human Rights in Iran 1850-1999” is forthcoming.
CASE established the Professors of the Year program in 1981 and administers it with
the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. UM Regents Professor Paul
Lauren won the award for Montana in 1991, and health and human performance Professor
Annie Sondag brought it to UM again in 1998.
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